Do clinical breast examination skills improve during medical school?
To assess the effects of stage of training, gender, and specialty interest on medical students' breast cancer knowledge, attitudes, and clinical breast examination (CBE) skills as a case study of the progression of physical examination skills during medical education. In 1996, questionnaires assessing breast cancer knowledge and attitudes were administered to 493 premedical and first-, second-, and third-year medical students at Northwestern University Medical School. Silicone breast models were used to evaluate the CBE proficiency of a subset of 151 students. Breast cancer knowledge was positively correlated with stage of training (r = .62), with significant differences between all levels (p < .001). In contrast, first-year medical students attained the highest mean lump-detection sensitivity (61.5%), followed by second-year (53.9%) and third-year (43.5%) students (p < .001, first- vs third-year students; p < .10, second- vs third-year students). There was no significant difference in specificity among the four stages. The results suggest that breast cancer knowledge and attitudes are not related to CBE proficiency, which is a practiced tactile skill. The decline in lump-detection sensitivity with increased stage of training may demonstrate the need for increased attention to palpation skills during the clinical years. These findings are consistent with those of earlier reports that suggest the need for the reinforcement of physical examination skills during clinical education.